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Panama held a ceremony Dec. 14 celebrating the end of US control of the canal. Clinton's absence
received much attention, but a more substantive issue was the controversy over canal security and
whether Panama can efficiently operate and maintain the canal. The actual transfer will not take
place until Dec. 31, but Panama decided to hold the ceremony early to avoid having the significance
of the event lost amid millennium celebrations.
Leaders in Panama, Mexico, and other Latin America states regard the transfer as the official end
of nineteenth century colonialism and Panama's emergence from the tutorial relationship it has
had with the US since its independence from Colombia in 1903. Commentators also suggested the
withdrawal of the US military from Panama and the canal transfer might boost Central American
integration. Yet, in the US, the event was seen differently.
After some hesitation, President Bill Clinton announced he would not attend and would send former
president Jimmy Carter and Secretary of State Madeleine Albright instead. Clinton said a trip to
Panama would conflict with other travel plans in December but did not say what those plans were.
White House officials said Clinton might go to Northern Ireland. Then Albright canceled as well,
saying she was busy in Washington.
In the end, Carter headed the delegation. Carter signed the 1977 treaties with Panamanian president
Gen. Omar Torrijos that mandated the transfer. The 29-member US delegation included US
Ambassador to Panama Simon Ferro, Army Secretary Louis Caldera, Rodney Slater, secretary of
transportation, William Daley, secretary of commerce, Peter Romero, acting assistant secretary of
state for Western Hemisphere affairs, Sen. Christopher Dodd (D-CT), and Rep. Gary Ackerman (D-
NY).
Clinton's absence irked Panamanian officials who saw it as a slight. Foreign Minister Jose Miguel
Aleman said it showed "a lack of diplomatic attention to Latin America by the United States. The
United States lost a chance to look good."
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